Factors influencing exposure of North American river otter (Lontra canadensis) and American mink (Neovison vison) to mercury relative to a large-scale reservoir in northern British Columbia, Canada.
Although reservoir creation increases fish mercury (Hg) concentrations, little information exists on its effects on Hg concentrations in aquatic mammals. River otters (Lontra canadensis) and American mink (Neovison vison) are two aquatic mammals that have been used as model species for assessing Hg bioaccumulation in aquatic systems. We assessed Hg and selenium (Se) concentrations in these two species within and outside of the Williston Reservoir (Peace-Williston (PW) watershed) in northern British Columbia (BC) and used these data to investigate potential explanatory factors (i.e., watershed, gender, trophic level (δ15N), and regional geology) influencing Hg concentrations. Hg concentrations in otter and mink inhabiting the Mackenzie watershed (outside the PW) were significantly lower than other watersheds in Northern BC. The general trend was the same for both species; the Peace-Williston having the highest and Mackenzie having the lowest Hg concentrations. For mink, the Peace-Williston watershed, higher trophic levels, and higher proportions of igneous/metamorphic bedrock were all significant influences on higher Hg concentrations (logistic regression). Higher trophic levels or proportions of of igneous/metamorphic bedrock, however, were not directly associated with the PW watershed suggesting there may be an impoundment effect. Baseline data on natural Hg inputs before planned anthropogenic changes occur is a critical first step to aiding interpretations of Hg-related effects on wildlife populations and their related ecosystems.